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Species (Cites) in 1989, to halt the 
steep decline in elephant numbers.
“Wild elephant populations were 
decimated by the ivory trade. By 
the time the 1989 Cites ban came 
into force, Africa’s elephants 
had been reduced by more than 
50 per cent,” says Mark Jones, 
programmes director at Care for 
the Wild, an international wildlife 
charity which commissioned 
the mammoth ivory report. 
“Poaching continues to threaten 
wild elephants. Anything that 
encourages the continued demand 
for ivory products, whether 
mammoth ivory or elephant ivory, 
could possibly exacerbate this 
threat.”
The report was carried out by 
Edmond and Chrysee Martin, 
and paints a picture of a valuable 
business in extinct animals — 
worth more than $20 million per 
year. Their report points out that 
trade in woolly mammoth ivory has 
been going on between Russia and 
the rest of Asia for many years, but 
declined sharply in the communist 
years from 1917 to 1991.
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New ivory worries
The ban on the trade in ivory is under 
new threat from an unusual source: 
ancient ivory from woolly mammoths.
The bodies of thousands of 
mammoths have been found 
preserved in the frozen Siberian 
tundra, and the ivory tusks are the 
best preserved feature of them all. 
But the trade in ivory from the 
ancient tusks is now thought to 
be a risk for the future of African 
elephants, conservationists fear.
One report suggests that as much 
as 60 tonnes of Siberian mammoth 
tusks are being exported from Russia 
every year, mostly to China, where 
they end up in the workshops of its 
flourishing ivory-carve trade, being 
turned into brooches, pendants, 
figurines and thousands of other 
ivory objects.
Conservationists are concerned 
that this legal trade could be used as 
a front for the laundering of illegally 
poached elephant ivory, thereby 
fuelling the killing of elephants.
The trade in African elephant ivory 
was outlawed by the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered 
Threatened: Mammoth ivory potentially endangers African elephants. (Photo: http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Serengeti_Elefantenbulle.jpg.)
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What turned you on to science in 
the first place? In the early 1960s, 
when we were kids growing up in 
Fargo, North Dakota, New Year’s Eve 
was anticipated with great excitement. 
We were allowed to stay up long 
past our rigidly prescribed bedtime 
and munch forbidden snacks. There 
was no TV to keep us sedentarily 
entertained the long dark evening 
until the midnight alarum. Instead, 
my parents would initiate activities 
that would transport us well into the 
early hours of the New Year. During 
one such evening, Dad (a chemist 
who is also regarded as the father of 
polymer colloids) unveiled a van de 
Graaff generator, a simple machine 
which generates a static electric 
charge that accumulates on the 
surface of a metal ball; to us it was 
an austere, mysterious instrument 
from a Frankenstein movie. I cannot 
remember all the undoubtedly 
educational experiments we did that 
evening to explore the properties of 
electricity. I do remember the prickly 
feeling of every hair standing on end, 
the thrilling pops and zaps, the jagged 
arcs of blue lightning, the exhilarating 
terror of anticipated shocks and the 
elation of conquering that fear and 
embracing this new power with our 
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